Forms as a systematic critique of culture and (b) 
few, Gadamer's philosophical hermeneutics as a universal method of understanding the world deserves a renewed close look in light of Cassirer's plurality of symbolic forms as principal ways in which we understand the world within an historical horizon.
11 And this is not talking of his influence on anthropology, sociology, and psychology (especially Gestalt theory).
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Also systematically speaking, Cassirer was able to exert such an influence because he was a thinker deeply immersed in the scientific and philosophical discussions and currents of his age. In his philosophy he has taken up divergent tendencies such as theories of mathematics and logic, the theory of relativity, has remained a keen observer of newer developments in linguistics and mythological as well as anthropological research. Furthermore, he was in close contact with the most prominent figures of contemporary philosophy, such as, certainly, the neo-Kantians, 13 but was also an intimate knower of Bergson, Dilthey, Simmel, as well as the phenomenologists, especially Husserl, Scheler, and Heidegger. As is immediately visible-and readily acknowledged by Cassirer-phenomenology has great import in his philosophy, which should make him interesting for contemporary continental philosophy. But to be sure, phenomenology is but one strain in his systematic position.
14 As a Jew, Cassirer shared the fate of many other Jewish intellectuals who had to emigrate from their home country Germany and had to start anew from "zero." The same went for their works, mostly written in German, which, after the war, were either mostly forgotten or simply out of print. Whereas the philosophical world could be so fortunate as to witness a critical edition of e.g., Husserl's unpublished materials see the light of day after the Second World War, thus making him accessible and recognized as one of the seminal figures in philosophy of the twentieth century, the public has had to wait another forty years to see Cassirer come to life again in a renewed joint editorial effort. Indeed, many indications point to a novel interest in one of the most impressive philosophical figures of the twentieth century. This can be best shown by shedding Cassirer's thought of its thick cloak of historical analysis and presenting his own systematic philosophical import.
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Instead of problematizing a specific aspect of his thought, I would first like to give a short exposition of the basic systematic ideas of the philosophy of Symbolic Forms. I will then proceed to mention a number of problems with his approach, and try to resolve certain issues.
In conclusion I will point out where I think that Cassirer's philosophical efforts can be of paradigmatic importance for contemporary thought by showing that Cassirer both broaches and offers answers to the problems of relativism and the plurality of reason. At the same time, he remains loyal to the ideal of rigorous philosophical method and philosophical systematics. This makes him especially interesting for current philosophical projects which oftentimes seem to be gridlocked on either side of the divide between a rather "old-fashioned" belief in reason and a postmodern relativism. Thus, what has been remarked about Cassirer's character, to be a "conciliatory" and a mediating figure between extremes, may be applied to his philosophy. This is precisely what, to my mind, can place him in a meaningful way into the midst of contemporary debates.
I. Cassirer's Philosophy as Critique of Culture and the Plurality of Symbolic Forms
The idea of symbolic formation is prefigured in Cassirer's first systematic work of 1910, Substance and Function, and is, at hindsight, already operative here, however limited only to one specific sphere, that of logical formation of concepts in exact, e.g., mathematical, science.
As is typical for Cassirer, he develops his systematic ideas in the discussion of problems in the history of philosophy (the latter of which he likes to refer to as epistemology). 15 As we shall see later, it is not merely by accident that Cassirer frames his systematic concepts in the seemingly larger framework of the history of ideas. He is perhaps one of the first to both understand and implement the fact that philosophical, and more broadly cultural, problems not only stand within a historical setting but have a history of effects (Wirkungsgeschichte) without which it is impossible for us to understand any kind of problem within the world of spirit.
The distinction between substance and function is, simply put, that between different paradigms within the theory of scientific conceptualization. 16 The traditional, essentially
Aristotelian account of scientific concepts is a substantial theory. It is based on the naive belief that there is a simple correlation between being and thought. Hence, concepts represent the thematic thing pure and simple. Concepts are thus substantial-they refer to substances that are somewhere independently "out there" in the world. Concepts are conceived as naively conceptualizing substances as existing objects ("things") . The objects in turn are substantial because they stand on their own ground and do not require another substance upon which they Luft 5
depend. Things to which substantial categories are applied are framed in the concepts of substantia and accidens. Substantial categories thus reflect the essentially substantial nature of things in the world and mirror a substantialist epistemology.
However, there is also another way of conceptualizing objects, namely in terms of their function within a certain "series" of relations. This goes especially for mathematical functions.
The concept of number exemplifies this best. Whereas a number can be considered a substantial "entity" (the concept "4"), a natural number must also be conceived of within what
Cassirer calls a series (Reihe), e.g., the series of numbers 3, 4, 5, and in this series "4" has its function or "meaning." The number 4 can only be conceptualized and hence "understood" in the series of natural numbers and in relation to them. Thus, the "concept" of the number four seen as a representative of the series of natural numbers is not substantial but rather functional within a certain series of meaning: The concept "four" is not a concept unless or without being integrated into the series of natural numbers, where it stands as a representative of this series.
Thus, it is not "substantial" as referring to an independent entity but only functional within this specific "context." Hence, the functionalist account can also be called "contextual."
While this can be understood as merely an alternative way of forming scientific concepts, this distinction also has a significance within the development of modern science. Cassirer sees here a progress in the use of the concept of function over against that of substance. For example, in view of modern physics, there can be no talk of "substances" when one speaks of electrons, but the concept of an electron is a functional term in the context of a certain physical conceptualization. It only becomes "visible" as a fact when seen in the framework of a certain functional series, in this case a certain theory. The scientific theory as a whole is this "functional series" within which the concept of "electron" takes on sense. As is known, in a different theory, the wave theory, the subject matter is thematized in terms of waves. When talking of certain concepts, it is the function within which they are used that determines the "reality" of what one talks about. There is no independent, "substantial" reality just as there is no independent, "substantial" thing such as an electron. Rather, an electron is a "conceptual scheme" within a certain theory as an encompassing "schematism" of conceptualization. Thus, there is no simple correlation between being and thought. Rather, it is always a certain way of thinking and hence conceptualizing that makes "being" apperceivable. Such concepts are, to speak in Husserl's terminology of the Crisis, idealizations or abstractions which are not derived from a "substance"
in the prescientific life-world, but they are mental formations, "figments" used in order to explain certain phenomena in a specific scientific theoretical context. In contrast to Husserl, however, there is no life-world as a "raw being" "underneath" conceptualizations stemming from certain Luft 6 types of experience, but all experience is by necessity an abstraction (even the concept "raw being"!).
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Now, as mentioned, these two accounts, substantialist and functionalist, are not merely two alternative ways of scientific conceptualization, but also indicate to Cassirer the progress scientific and logical theory have undergone especially since the Renaissance. 18 In fact, this is where Cassirer's own philosophical considerations set in. According to him this development mirrors no other than the ensuing transcendental turn that has taken place in modern philosophy. 19 As it turns out retrospectively, the critical historical study of Substance and
Function is merely an exemplification of the change in framing philosophical problems in the wake of idealistic (transcendental) philosophy. The shift from a substantialist account, which conceives of objects as "substances," i.e., independent of their conceptualization, to a functionalist account, which frames phenomena in a meaningful "series" of function, is equal to the shift from considering objects as they exist independently, to considering them in so far as they are experienced. 20 And in this experience, objects can only be experienced as functional,
i.e., in a certain meaningful context, having, or better serving a function in a framework of scientific explanation. Even science, in a philosophical reflection on its method, has undergone a certain "Copernican turn" in that it cannot disregard the "import" of experience in its perception of its object of investigation, and in so far as it conceptualizes these experiences, the concepts are by necessity functional concepts within a "functional series," in other words, within a scientific theory or context. Everything factual, Cassirer liked to quote Goethe, "is already [laden with] theory," because it presupposes that it is "seen," i.e., experienced within an "epistemic" and hence conceptual scheme. 21 Seeing something means understanding the seen in a specific way. And depending on the theory employed, the constitutional principles of this "series" can change. This "series" is not necessarily a "causal" succession or theory, but has according to the specific theory its own laws of functioning.
From here, it took Cassirer almost another decade to develop the full-fledged philosophy of symbolic forms. In the meantime, and not by accident, he worked mainly in a field popular in the early years of the twentieth century, namely the study of myth. 22 One phenomenon which fascinated many ethnologists and anthropologists was the discovery that the so-called primitive cultures were anything but "primitive." Rather, their religious belief did indeed have its own "logic" of functioning which might be different to our "modern" and Western "enlightened" society but which nevertheless had clearly definable laws and rules of function, in their religious practice, in their beliefs and consequently way of explaining ("conceptualizing") their world. The world of mythical societies is a world which has its own order and as such, has its own sense and Luft 7
meaning. Yet, this sense is no longer our sense, it even contradicts it in certain areas.
"Enlightened" societies no longer believe in cosmogonies and myths, unless they are understood in a demythologized way. To a mythological society, however, the meaning of myths was not something "behind" the stories, but they were immediately and genuinely taken to be true, establishing a direct link to the transcendent realm. Cassirer drew the consequence from this assessment, and it is in this context that he first formulates his idea of a symbolic form:
Myth can be interpreted as itself a "functional series" in conceptualizing the world, in so far as myth can be called a "concept," i.e., a narrative which establishes a certain "theory" in the "soft" sense of giving an account of understanding the (mythic) world. Such a series has a certain function for primitive man, it is the form in which this specific way of understanding the world is conceptualized-be the concept a mythical tale, a rite, or another mythical "objectification." A certain tale is a representative of this mythological world view, in Cassirer's words, a symbol. Myth is a form of meaning in which primitive man lives. It is a life of, or rather in, meaning or sense. The decisive step to the theory of the Symbolic Forms, and with the backdrop of the distinction between substance and function, is the realization that there is not merely one functional form, such as science, but that myth can also be thought of as such a functional series, and that there is in fact a plurality of symbolic forms which equally have a specific function, namely science but also others, namely language, myth, religion, and art.
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What makes these forms symbolic is that they point to not merely one, but alternative "functional series" to explain the world or in which world becomes apprehended and thus comprehended.
In the world of meaning-and there is no other real world for us-there is not merely one perceived X as a substratum with different meanings, but what this X is understood as depends on the symbolic form within which it is viewed, i.e., thematized. A tree is something completely different to primitive man than to the artist or the biologist. Cassirer calls these forms symbolic because the "X" in view is never a simple substance but stands as a symbol for the form in which it has its function. It points to the meaningful whole or totality: to the world of myth, of art, of religion, of science.
What kind of "world" are we talking about here, and what is the relation between a symbolic form and such a "world of meaning"? In one of the few definitions Cassirer ever gives, he characterizes a symbolic form as follows: "Under a 'symbolic form' shall be understood every energy of spirit through which a spiritual meaning-content is connected to a concrete sensual sign and is intrinsically bound to that sign." 24 Thus, instead of interpreting a symbolic form as a meaningful world, a "special world," as, e.g., Goodman has understood it, a symbolic form is rather that which encompasses the experiencing agent and that which he/she experiences. It is Luft 8 the "energy of spirit" generating a "space of meaning" in which we find ourselves together with that which we experience in and with a specific sense. A symbolic form is not itself a world but that which forms a world as a meaningful context or totality. Human life is a life "in" meaning in the sense that it is a "spiritual energy" that overarches every experiencing process and connects that which is experienced to a "spiritual meaning-content," i.e., language, religion, myth, art, etc.
The single experienced object never stands alone but is always connected to a symbolic form, or the symbolic form bestows meaning upon a single X. In a striking metaphor, Cassirer compares the symbolic forms to the light which is necessary to see objects in this "openness"-only that there is not just one "light" (of "being") but it is the light spirit generates and which is broken into different refractions. What is seen can only be seen in the light, but this light is the light of spirit, which is not itself "one." In another characteristic phrase, Cassirer calls this state of affairs "symbolic pregnancy," 25 in the sense that a single experienced object is "pregnant with meaning" as it stands in the context of a symbolic form in which it becomes understood as this or that (depending on the specific form "in actu"). Merleau-Ponty's talk of the world as being "pregnant with meaning" 26 is a direct allusion to Cassirer's concept of symbolic pregnancy. But
Cassirer himself here alludes to the original meaning of symbol stemming from the Greek "symballein," i.e., literally a "throwing together" of two entities, in this case the concept of the object and its symbolic meaning in its specific form. This, in turn, reiterates Goethe's theory of the "primal phenomenon" (Urphänomen) of which Goethe says that one must not try to find anything behind it but that it itself "is what it teaches us" (es ist selbst die Lehre). What is experienced is not a "thing" but a phenomenon in the original sense of the word, i.e., something shows itself to us as a representative of a certain form, "pregnant" with its meaning. Yet, in contrast to Goethe, not just single unique phenomena merit the title "primal phenomenon" as paradigm cases of this "showing"; to Cassirer, every object has a certain specific pregnancy-and can even have different ones, depending on the form within which it is apperceived (the meandering line can be a sine curve or an artistic ornament).
To phrase it in another, perhaps more familiar terminology, the symbolic form is the schema in which something is experienced and as such the form in which any experience is always already carried out. Coming from Cassirer's Kantian background, from what has been said it is clear to him: A symbolic form is the condition of the possibility of experiencing. It is a transcendental form of intuition. It has to be pointed out that in his theory of symbolic forms
Cassirer remains a transcendental philosopher in the Kantian tradition. We are not talking about the object of experience but our experience of the object, with the necessary addition that this experience is in itself schematized in a plural manner. The symbolic forms are not "contexts"
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gathered from empirical data but a priori forms in which spiritual life carries itself out. However, whereas Kant focused primarily on the object of natural science-and in this narrow understanding he was read by the neo-Kantian mainstream, esp. of the Marburg schoolCassirer's realization is that any intuited object stands under laws or forms of intuition, only that these forms represent different "spiritual energies" which do not belong to the type of intuition that characterizes science and its ideal of exactness. To be sure, Cassirer does not revoke the forms of intuition, space and time. Rather, space and time mean something different in mythical than in scientific thought. In this sense, every form of intuition as energy of spirit represents a meaningful form that stands on its own ground and has its own "right." "The concept of truth and reality of science is different than that of religion or art." 27 Each symbolic form has its own way of functioning with its own cognitive meaning, telos and veracity. The symbolic forms of language, myth, religion and science neither form a hierarchy in which the higher one "sublates" the lower in a dialectical fashion. Nor do they form strata that do not have any relation with each other.
Rather, the symbolic forms are to be understood as parallel functional series with their own right and their own way of functioning serving their own cognitive function, however not like impenetrable "vessels" but as forms which can realize their mutual independence. They are, to say it with a Heideggerian term, equi-primordial and stand on their own ground. As such, their relation to other forms is secondary.
Describing the plurality of these forms is thus the task of the Philosophy of Symbolic
Forms. Perhaps for lack of a better term, Cassirer terms this project a critique of culture, in this establishing a direct connection to Kant's critique of reason, which he purports to fulfill: "Hence, the critique of reason becomes the critique of culture. It seeks to understand and to show how all content of culture, in so far is it more than merely a particular content, presupposes an original deed of the spirit. In so doing, the basic thesis of idealism finds its genuine and complete authentication [Bewährung] ." 28 Yet, acknowledging different forms of spiritual energy ("deeds") does not mean that the different "truths" of these different forms are a random collection or that truth itself becomes relative. This has to be ruled out from the beginning especially in the light of Cassirer's repeated invocation of Kant's critical philosophy, although
Kant was too much fixated on reason. To say that the critique of reason becomes the critique of culture is the same as insisting on the observation that reason is not just pure reason alone.
Reason can be better understood as spirit which has different ways of "manifesting" itself through symbolic forms generating specific objectivities (the objectivations of art, of language, scientific theories etc. and their corresponding meaningful "realms"). Reason remains reason; it is just no longer conceived as a monolithic structure. Where in Kant this transcendental project Luft 10 is mainly carried out for the sake of a system of knowledge, 29 we shall have to ask in the second part whether Cassirer has the same goal.
To say, however, that reason is plural does not mean that it is split or ruptured into incoherent fragments. The plural forms of spirit all bear the mark of reason. Reason is plural and therefore universal-as spirit. The One of spirit is rather, as Cassirer likes to point out, quoting the Greek "hen diapherómenon heautô," "one which is differentiated within itself." Or to say it in another famous quotation: to on légetai pollachôs, being is spoken of (!) in manifold ways-it might be "originally" one (which would be a purely metaphysical, speculative statement), but we are speaking in the transcendental register of our experience of being. As such, the energy of spirit is not only plural, but each symbolic form in which it asserts its spiritual energy has its own way of working and more importantly, has or serves its own and genuine cognitive function. As
Cassirer reminds us, the "truth" or validity claim of myth is completely different from that of science. The pressing question, "which is the real truth?" can be rejected, paradoxically, as skeptical because the quest for exact and real truth is a specifically scientific question that has little or nothing to do with the "truth" of art or religion. In other words, demanding "exact truth" is a question that makes sense only in the symbolic form of science and cannot be applied to that of myth. 30 To do so would mean committing a metábasis eis allo génos. One can compare these different truths but one cannot "mix" them by transposing the truth-principles from one form to the other. All "truth" is contextual, even that of exact science because it is relative to the symbolic form in which it has its specific function. The true is the whole, but each particular truth is relative upon its symbolic context. The whole is hence not any sphere-shaped absolute (to cite Parmenides' image) but the absolute is essentially the relative. It is impossible to rid oneself of symbolic forms and to see "absolutely" or "freely." We never see the "thing in itself" but only phenomena bearing a certain symbolic pregnancy. Likewise, we do not live in one world but in a plurality of meaningful contexts that have been generated by the energy of spirit, which is nothing but human reason conceived of in the totality of its achievements. Yet, as we shall see, this does not visibly overcome of the threat of relativism, which Cassirer felt and sought to battle.
II. Problems with the System of Symbolic Forms and Possible Resolutions: Cassirer's Theory of Symbolic Forms as Ethical Critique of Culture
Problems arise (at the latest) when one makes the attempt to systematize these symbolic forms or to mold these observations into a philosophical system, which, one assumes It is my belief that Cassirer does not in the end get caught up in a simple or trivial relativism but that his philosophy in fact presents an intriguing way out of relativism precisely in the application of his theory.
To begin with, with regards to the huge theoretical claim such as the one Cassirer makes with the theory of symbolic formation, the question as to a certain systematics of this sketch is not an external one. Rather, it is a question that the very setup evokes. However, Cassirer would most likely feel misunderstood were one to think he intended to draft a full-blown philosophical system such as that of, say, Hegel. Although his draft of a "phenomenology of knowledge" especially in the third volume of the Philosophy of Symbolic Forms has many allusions to Hegel, Cassirer's own approach is far too critical as to believe that the system of knowledge can be developed in a purely theoretical "logics"-let alone out of a single principle. language, has a certain "systematic" manner of functioning and unfolding. "Systematic" is often synonymous with "essential" or "eidetic" in so far as the manner in which perception of an external object through kinaestheses functions is necessary for every being constituted as having a lived-body, as do certain grammatical structures hold for a certain branch of language,
i.e., indo-European languages. In this sense, and Cassirer makes this very explicit, the method of his analyses is indeed phenomenological as it is about a proper and detailed description of the phenomena in question in a coherent, "systematic" manner. 34 However, the mere order in which Cassirer discusses the symbolic forms-first language, then myth, then science, without claiming to be exhaustive-must bear a certain systematic significance. More simply put, there must be reasons why specifically these forms are discussed and in this particular order. Only on few occasions does he actually reflect on these issues:
Myth, he claims, is the most fundamental symbolic form because in every culture it is the first state upon which higher cultural life develops. All other symbolic forms come forth from myth and develop their own structure in contrast to it: "the problem of the origins of art, of the origins of writing, the origins of law and of science lead back to a level in which they all still rest in the unmediated and undifferentiated unity of mythical consciousness." 35 Probably, nobody would seriously dispute this. Yet why, then, does he not discuss this symbolic form first, instead of, as he in effect does, language? To make a case for Cassirer, perhaps one reason for this is that he does not want the plurality of symbolic forms to be understood in a hierarchy or as levels of spirit's self-unfolding as in Hegel's scenario. 36 In this sense, the seemingly random way of discussing the forms can be seen as an acknowledgment of the plurality and in this sense mutual independence of the symbolic forms and their irreducibility vis-à-vis one another. He is a "phenomenologist" in the sense of not wanting to have his view obstructed from the outset by systematic prejudgments.
Yet this assessment again becomes questionable in view of the claim that myth is the most fundamental form in which all others are rooted. Their supposed "equi-primordiality" can thus not be maintained. This becomes especially clear when one compares the different symbolic forms Cassirer lays out: whereas it is not too hard to imagine that art, religion and science are alternative symbolic forms conceptualizing the world in their specific way, how can language be interpreted as a symbolic form of its own? Does language not penetrate all of these spheres, and this being the case, how can it then be a true symbolic form (i.e., a form of its own)? Would it not have to be appended to one, or even all of the symbolic forms? Perhaps it is precisely because language penetrates all spheres of human life-i.e., spiritual life-that Cassirer considers language a symbolic form of its own, conveying-in a unique way-a Luft 13 meaning that only language can reveal. Instead of criticizing this approach one could even exploit it by saying that, again, Cassirer was so true a phenomenologist heeding to the things themselves that he was not concerned with systematic boundaries and limits prematurely cutting off internal or essential connections. Rather, he merely wanted to authentically describe these forms in which we understand the world in a manifold of meaningful ways. Nevertheless, declaring language to be a symbolic form remains problematic (for the reasons mentioned).
Yet, there might also be a deeper, intrinsically systematic meaning for this apparent randomness which we can explicate by turning to the issue of the number of the symbolic forms.
As pointed out, Cassirer only discusses in depth the symbolic forms of language, myth and science, and he mentions religion, art, and once even (in his later work) technology and economy, but does not offer a closer analysis of the latter. 37 Is this to be understood as In other words, declaring a fixed number of symbolic forms would preclude the discovery of yet unknown forms. The fact that the symbolic forms are transcendental does not mean they are eidetic, i.e., supra-temporal.
Furthermore, even attempting to pronounce such a fixed number would be problematic for yet another reason, and approaching it reveals another muddy (and perhaps the most difficult) point in Cassirer's theory. Principally, one of the main discoveries of the theory of symbolic forms is that every concept and statement is embedded in a functional explicitly thematize the role of philosophy in the totality of the symbolic forms, and it soon became obvious that this could not be due merely to a forgetfulness on his part, but in fact represents a blind spot in his theory-something he shied away from perhaps subconsciously on purpose.
Yet, the question of the role of philosophy within the symbolic forms can be immediately linked to the question of their systematics. Again, the question must be: why does Cassirer not
give an exhaustive overview of the symbolic forms, and this not due to some shortcoming but for systematic reasons? The answer is implied: Making a statement of this type would mean occupying in itself a certain perspective. It is an answer that the philosophy of symbolic forms itself is not permitted to spell out. This leads, it seems, to two consequences, both highly problematic: It could either mean (a) that philosophy occupies a higher stance than the other symbolic forms: it would be a perspective overlooking these. Immediately one must ask how this is possible if one cannot escape the guise of symbolic experiencing? Such a perspective would be utterly impossible to attain. It would be a "view from nowhere"-where the point of the transcendental theory of symbolic formation is precisely that seeing "raw being" is illusory-be this "prior to" or "beyond" symbolic formation. In the framework of this philosophy, there can be no "nowhere."
On the other hand (b), if philosophy is not a view from nowhere and if one acknowledges the perspectivalness of every spiritual action the consequence would be that philosophy would in fact constitute in itself a symbolic form. But this, too, has disastrous consequences: if the theory of the symbolic forms is but one form next to others, this would amount to a relativism as this "truth" would stand equally next to others. It would be merely one theory of conceptualizing a universe of meaning next to that of myth, art, religion, and so on. The theory would annul and cancel itself out. In other words, the implicit reasons for Cassirer's shying away from a fullfledged system would be that he would have to give in to the consequence that asserting such a systematics would declare one symbolic form as absolute and render the others relative to it, where it is precisely the point that all the actual and possible symbolic forms are relative but Luft 15 legitimate. Thus, in this reading, Cassirer has shied away from having to admit that his philosophy is a relativism.
As we shall immediately see, the Philosophy of Symbolic Forms is neither of the two alternatives outlined. As it turns out, there is a third viable alternative. In Cassirer's view, the philosopher does not stand above the energy of spirit; rather, she can "merely" describe it. This "mere description," however, is in fact capable of quite a lot. Philosophy's primary task, according to Cassirer, is analyzing the different ways in which spirit manifests itself in the world and reducing this apparent manifold to irreducible forms (and within these forms to certain basic phenomena). 39 However, philosophical thought can and must never make a statement about their totality or anticipate their exact quantity, therein perhaps prematurely exhausting them.
This is the only "systematic" caveat the philosopher must bear in mind. For, the philosopher of symbolic forms does not and cannot stand detached from these forms but is immersed in them and wants to bring them to full fruition by trying to understand them both in themselves and in relation to each other. The philosopher is somebody who is no longer bound to one form, which hence exerts an "absolutizing" claim unto others. Rather, she as "disinterested" and uninvested observer has the ability, through philosophical reflection, to move from one form to another, without remaining "caught" in any of them. This reflection is "relativistic" in comparing different forms of spirit, but not a relativism which concludes that one is as "good" as the other.
Neither is it an "absolutism" because an absolute standpoint is merely an a priori presupposition if one were to claim the standpoint of absolute spirit. For, every claim to absoluteness jeopardizes the richness and mutual relativity of the symbolic forms and purports to speak from an absolute, ultimately preposterous standpoint. Thus, the fact that Cassirer, at least in his published writings, shies away from such "absolutizing" statements must be interpreted as intentional and stems from his intuitive distrust of any conception of "absolute spirit" into which every spiritual activity is eventually "sublated." There is a title for such an absolute standpoint: it is called ideology. Cassirer's thought is therefore also a fervent battle against totalizing theories, in philosophy in general and in the way certain theories factor into concrete historical situations in particular. Cassirer will ultimately turn this into an ethical reading and application of his thought.
The role of philosophy, i.e., the philosophy of symbolic forms, is described best in symbolic forms and seeing the "absolute" face to face, but only by grasping each symbol in its position and understanding it as limited and conditioned by others. The "absolute" is always merely the complete, the accomplished and systematically overseen relative-and especially the absoluteness of spirit is not and cannot be anything else. 40 Philosophy thus has no "locus" of its own; rather, it is a spiritual endeavor, sifting through, as it were, the different symbolic forms, comprehending each of them in its peculiar place and holding each in this place, seeing to it that they do not "cross over" and blend into one another.
Perhaps the role of the philosopher, to Cassirer, can be best called that of a watch-guard ensuring that none of these forms turns into an absolute stance and as such exerts a power which is not only unduly but can also become potentially dangerous. From here one can approach one field which Cassirer does not address explicitly and which one might expect to be considered a symbolic form of its own, namely ethics. Although Cassirer never drafted an "ethics," his late work, written in the wake of World War II, can be read as a certain rehashing or recapturing of this seemingly neglected field in his earlier work. 41 However, it is not a wholly new line of thought he is taking up here but merely a new twist to his basic theory. As especially his last work, The Myth of the State, intends to demonstrate, his whole philosophical intentions are in effect geared towards ethical application, and in doing so remain akin to the fundamentally enlightened character of his thought. As should have become clear by now, the philosophy of symbolic forms is by no means a postmodern relativism in simply acknowledging a plurality of meaningful contexts. Rather, it shows us that this plurality is an intrinsic characteristic of reason itself. At the same time, Cassirer insists that each of these forms has a certain cognitive function and truth in the overall framework of spirit. At the same time, it is a philosophy dedicated to enlightenment and to taking over responsibility, namely to be watchful that this plurality is maintained in a philosophical self-clarification. The plurality of spirit is its universality, and maintaining it is no easy task. As such philosophy is devoted to the freedom of spirit (Geist) and battles any Ungeist. Hence, doing philosophy in Cassirer's spirit is itself an ethical deed.
Luft 17
This is the theoretical backdrop through which Cassirer comes to criticize fascism. One characteristic of the type of fascism the national socialistic dictatorship represented according to
Cassirer consisted in, on the one hand, being acutely aware of the symbolic character of knowledge. Therefore, on the other hand, it was especially able to manipulate public or political discourse. Contrary to this misuse, Cassirer strives to show that the political sphere is more than just a public arena of rhetoric, but the open discourse of civilized mankind which has to be guarded against abuse and intolerance. Yet, seeing through the mechanisms of public discourse does not mean using them in an ethical way. Quite to the contrary: fascist rhetoric consisted precisely in mixing symbolic forms, deliberately overstepping boundaries, specifically with the attempt to enable the rational forces of a civil society to become weakened in such a way as to make it possible for other, especially mythical forces to invade this discourse of a society built on rational, democratic principles. This is in a nutshell his critique of Nazi ideology:
that the symbolic form of myth consisting of irrational forces threatens to destroy modern civilization and its achievements in letting it enter unfiltered into this society, which was established on the basis of rational principles. For example, by reverting to categories such as "good" or "evil" and amplifying them by use of modern technology and media, they have the potential to overpower the rational and sober voice of reason. Myth in itself is not the problem to Cassirer-as is amply clear from thematizing it as a symbolic form-but utilizing mythological categories in rational discourse contorts rationality itself. What goes on here is a mingling of "truths" which is aimed at discrediting the truth of rational, democratic, intersubjectively consensual discourse. In spite of the problems pointed out with the systematic implications and intricacies of Cassirer's theory, his timeliness lies in his attempt to not only draft a universal portrait of reason in its different cultural forms within the world of spirit but also in his intent to steer this seemingly high-spirited "academic" discourse towards an ethical employment in a state of a "crisis in man's knowledge of himself." 42 In this he has taken seriously Kant's admonition that reason cannot content itself with being pure reason alone but that its primacy lies in its practical application.
To summarize briefly, these are the points in the case of Cassirer, which should make him (it seems to me) especially attractive to contemporary thought: -Cassirer's thought has developed, and most likely only could develop, because it was linked so closely to two different spheres: a) modern science, and b) the history of philosophy. It was only in close connection to both that Cassirer worked out his own theory and, conversely, was able to contribute theoretically to the sciences as well as the history of philosophy proper with a systematic intention, and not just as historiography. Philosophizing in an "ivory tower"
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was something neither to be desired nor even possible to Cassirer. Not to say anything more concrete about how Cassirer adhered to this method (this is not the place to discuss this), this is a "stylistic" ideal which contemporary philosophy would benefit to adopt or emulate.
-Systematically speaking: Although reason is one, this reason is better understood as "spirit" and as such it is always already in the state of plurality. Spirit is broken in refractions of independent, but not unrelated, symbolic forms. In this regard, Cassirer attempts to salvage the paradigm of reason without succumbing to a postmodern position where "anything goes" in different referential frameworks. Yet he pays heed to the diversity and plurality of spiritual life.
Consequently, the symbolic forms are not arbitrary "language games" but genuine and clearly identifiable forms in which spirit generates meaning. Cassirer thus safely and in a most original way navigates between the Skylla of absolutism or rational fundamentalism and the Charybdis of relativism.
As such, following from this, there is a clear emphasis on spirit and its achievements.
Cassirer's philosophy is rationalistic but not naively so. It can be called (as it were) a "phenomenology of objective spirit" which highlights the objective, i.e., intersubjective, accomplishments of human beings in a cultural world-over against the emphasis on the single individual. Heidegger is therefore perfectly right to assert that there is no place in Cassirer's philosophy for what he, Heidegger, calls Dasein, 43 because it is precisely this focus on "finitude" which the dimension of spirit is destined to overcome. In other words, Cassirer's philosophy attempts a middle way between adhering to a problematic and "old-fashioned" conception of reason, rationality and enlightenment which has rightfully been subject to criticism after World War II on the one hand and a postmodern attitude of arbitrariness on the other precisely in linking the paradigm of plurality to rationality, conceived of as spirit. It is neither pluralistic alone by binding the plural of symbolic forms to spirit, i.e., to a "rationalistic" way of treating each other in tolerance and mutual respect. Nor is it rationalistic alone by declaring reason to be essentially all that human as cultural beings "do" in objective achievements, e.g., in art, religion, politics, economy etc. In opening up this scope of "spirit" the Philosophy of Symbolic Forms is also a philosophical program that allows for further "filling in" of "blanks" that Cassirer has merely pointed to but did not himself broach. Thus, one can say that Cassirer has anticipated current debates, like those of relativism vs. absolutism or pluralism/diversity vs. unity, and has pointed to concrete ways of coming to grips with these seemingly unbridgeable concepts.
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Appendix: A Note on Goodman
In his famous Ways of World-Making, 44 Goodman sets out to give an account of how it is that these different "worlds" we live in and by, come into being. He explicitly attributes this attempt to Cassirer's concept of symbolic forms, although he makes it clear at the very outset that there is more that separates them rather than what they share in common. It was instead some interpreters of Cassirer who have made the attempt to better understand Cassirer by comparing him to Goodman. 45 And indeed, there are many elements in Goodman's theory of "world-making" which seem to complement or at least shed light on Cassirer's original idea. I
believe that this reading-as intriguing as it may seem-is deeply flawed but that ex negativo it can help us better understand what Cassirer's theory is about.
To begin with, Goodman is clearly committed to relativism, although it is a relativism "under rigorous constraints": 46 "The movement is from unique truth and world fixed and found to a diversity of right and even conflicting versions or worlds in the making." 47 Not even his own theory, Goodman would most likely claim, needs to bear any unifying truth, and this is clearly not his agenda. What interests him is the multiplicity of "frames of reference" 48 which is another term for the "multiple actual worlds" we live in. In this sense, they are not entirely different from what Husserl calls the "special worlds" (Sonderwelten) as meaningful nexuses of referential implication (Verweisungszusammenhänge): Each "version of the world" is "right under a given system-for a given science, a given artist or a given perceiver and situation." 49 And it is in this sense that Goodman considers himself "like-minded" to Cassirer, in that, according to Goodman according to Cassirer, the plurality of worlds is "irreducible to a single base." 50 So far so good:
he concurs with Cassirer on the plurality of worlds-here leaving out whether symbolic forms are to be understood as "worlds"-and disagrees with him in that there is, or even is the need for, a unifying base or even unifying theory that embraces the special forms. However, as one continues in Goodman's analysis, what really marks the difference to Cassirer is something different:
Where Cassirer is mostly content to lay out a "phenomenology of objective spirit" in spirit's manifold manifestations, Goodman's agenda lies rather with what one can do with this theory, namely, as the title of his work indicates, "ways of world-making" (emphasis added). And it becomes clear that this is utterly divorced from anything Cassirer would ever allow for:
Goodman is interested in how it is that we as active agents are in the position to make worldsnew worlds, i. e., especially, through art, but also through other not merely "artistic" activities.
The brunt of Goodman's analyses is the actual laying out of how it is that we can make The radical difference to Cassirer is clear: there is no transcendental framework in Goodman. He is merely laying out empirical, even practical "rules" of how to go about creating new worlds as frames of reference, whereas Cassirer, in describing symbolic forms, is giving an analysis of transcendental forms of intuition which lie prior to any given experience. They are, in
Cassirer, laws by which we experience the world and as such understand it. Furthermore, these forms of intuition are nothing that would ever be in our power to create but which are there prior to any experiencing and acting in the world. Transcendental forms of intuition can never be "made" but only described in their characteristics. They are the way spirit happens to be constituted, that is, differentiated into different symbolic forms, and these forms are prior to any actual "living." It is reason itself that has already differentiated itself into different symbolic forms.
It is for this reason that Cassirer's approach can only be descriptive with regards to giving an account of the symbolic forms; it can only ever be a "phenomenology of spirit."
But this of course points to a problem. Who or what is this ominous "spirit" Cassirer is talking about? Saying that "spirit" is just another word for "reason" in its diversity only shifts the epistemological problem to another level without solving it. In other words: Cassirer only accounts for a phenomenology of objective spirit in highlighting the forms and the manifestations of spirit, but not accounting for, i.e., in effect characterizing the actual energy which spirit is or constitutes. "Spirit" is a decidedly "operative term" in Cassirer's theory. 54 In conclusion, I would like to suggest that such a "phenomenology of subjective spirit" can be found in Husserl's mature analyses of transcendental subjectivity, especially in his draft of a "transcendental logic" in his late phase. Husserl's method of showing how the world for a subject is built up genetically through first "passive" and then "active" intentional acts could, I
reckon, be employed to actually flesh out how a "symbolic form" comes about. To be sure, Husserl only exemplified this in detail with regards to the perceptual life-world, but anticipated the same kind of analysis for the world as an intersubjective and historical world of culture. In
Luft 21 this, however, his philosophical system has equally remained incomplete. This is not the place, however, to broach such a discussion. Cassirer," in Dialektik, vol. 1 [1995] , pp. 73-84) that the symbolic forms cannot be understood this way due to the "natural" symbolism of preconceptual experience. Thus, although the comparison with Goodman is misleading for a number of other reasons (see the appendix), I still want to insist on Cassirer's making a point of the human mind's inability to leave or step outside the symbolic forms. This is made especially clear in Cassirer's metaphysical considerations of the philosophy of symbolic forms (in the planned, but never completed fourth volume, see the longer quote here, p. 37).
In other words, although there might be symbolisms on essentially two levels, even the "natural symbolism" is a symbolism. That is, even on this level we cannot step outside the basic thesis of idealism which states a coincidence-or in Husserl's words-a correlation between thinking and being. 30. To employ a different example which, at first sight, has little to do with Cassirer's analyses but which upon closer inspection (it appears to me) would be a good item to demonstrate the validity of this theory is the debate between "creationists" and "evolutionists"
in the context of high school education so hotly debated in some parts of the world, including the United States of America. It seems to me that one could resolve this issue-at least theoretically-with the tools of symbolic forms: Following Cassirer, one could say that both the creationist and evolutionist accounts of the origin of man have their own right and justification but only in a certain symbolic framework. The solution or resolving of this debate would then be to say that there is no debate-or rather, there should not be one-between these in the first place because they both only make sense within their own symbolic form and hence also serve different cognitive functions and interests: The evolutionistic account is a specifically scientific account conceived of and carried out with help of scientific methods in order to give an "objective" account of this origin in "objective" time. On the other hand, the creationist account might be termed a mythological or religious account which e.g., serves to show metaphorically man's creation and position in the world in relation to the godly creator (which science deliberately excludes as a sort of methodical epoché). The mistake in this debate is, said from another perspective, that each account takes itself as absolute, i.e., does not realize that it speaks from out of a certain symbolic form which does in no way exclude other accounts stemming from other symbolic forms. To apply the same truth criteria (e.g., exactitude) from one form to another would be a classical metabasis in Cassirer's eyes.-To be sure, this is merely a philosophical framing of the problem and does not take other issues into consideration, such as political interests involved or the danger of religious fanaticism.
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